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Phenomenological and Transactional Study of Intercultural Coiminicatioa . 

This paper presents pre-theoiy and theoiy for im approacli to the study 
of intercultural communication. It discusses the phenomenological basis of a 
theory of transaction and applies this theory to case study and coinparatiA^e 
methods of analysis. 

Phenomenological perception is understood to include both impression and 
expression, so that ontological reality is centered in the self which through 
its acts gains self-awareness (Merleau-Ponty, 1945, 1962). Culture is 

regarded as a preference for certain forms of interactive behavior, and it 
shapes both the impressive and expressive dimensions of perception. Conse- 
quently inter -cultural communication inevitably involves special conditions of 
interaction. 

Tlie unit of analysis in this paper is denoted as an ABX system and may 
be described as a communication dyad in a triadic universe of data. A and B 
are human agencies from different cultures vAose relationship is one of com- 
munication interchange (Harms, 1973, 51). X is the symbol system by which they 
commimicate . ABX is not treated as an objective system here, as it has been 
for other purposes by Nev;comb (1953) . \\liat is considered are the implications 
for its analytic use if it were regarded as phenomenal for tlie observer. 

Ihe reason for considering ABX this way is contingent on the thcor^r^ of 
transactions. It is possible to imagine communication between A and B in which 
some sort of intercultural hybrid or ad hoc symbol system is used that is un- 
apparent to a would-be observer. Phenomeno logically the symbol system used by 
them cannot be immediately apparent to an onlooker without the potential bias 
of his owni cultural perception. It may even be so foreign or so subtle to him 
as to be literally invisible. Lacking the presence of recognizable symbols, a 
potential observer can only wait upon some significant event to arrest his at- 
tention and indicate the presence of a communication interchange. 

This event is what is called here a transaction. Perception of a trans- 
action is the first instance of observation and corresponds to what has been 
called a "basic phenomenon" by Thayer (1968, 26). The transactional event 
attracts the attention of a perceiving onlooker, and if he treats the phe- 
nomenon as a case his role of obsei^ation logically follows. Since the observer 
cannot see X he theorizes its presence as necessary for interchange communication 
between A and B and then proceeds by evidentiary steps to confirm its presence 
by means of his direct access to A and B. Even though X is outside his phenomenal 
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field, the observer does require information about it in order to verify that 
tlie tlieorctical transaction has actually taken place betv;een A and B. Md be- 
yond that he needs infoniiation about X in order to define variables of inter- 
action between A tmd B, wliicli are required for liis subsequent objective com- 
parison of different cases. 

A transaction happens for the obsei^'^er, whereas it happens to A and B. 
Transaction refers to cui event in wliich there is simultaneous change in the 
agent, the phenomena encountered by the agent, and wh.at is symbolized or 
laiOhTi about these encounters (Kariel, 1973). All that is apparent to the ob- 
server is an event in his field, a perceived change in the releitionship between 
two objects in his view. But lie tlieorizes that if the change he has perceived 
may be defined as a trcuisaction between A and B, they are in a relationship 
of coinnunication interchange. Transaction is conceptualized in terms of com- 
niunicative interchange between A and B so that their phenomenal experiences 
are m.ade luiavoidably contingent.. To say that their transactional ex- 

periences are contingent m.ecins that the change in A^s phenomenal field is connected 
wdth the cliange in B and the change in B^s field is connected with the change in A, 
and this experience is sluired in tems of a comxaon X. In this way the trans- 
actional event contains a communication interchange, 

Both A and B will perceive that the cliange in their respective phenomenal 
fields is actually contingent in the event of a transaction between them, But 
of course not all coiimmication between A and B is transactional, as in a situa- 
tion where A is in authority over B. For example, two speakers of Frencli may 
ex].:)erience a shift from the use of fonnal to infoimial direct address. If speaker 
A says "you may use tu with me" and B thereupon complies, the change in language 
may not be fully supported by a change in the authority relationship insofar 
as A lias implicitly resei^ed the right to redefine the linguistic relationship 
at a later time. Despite the congnience of the linguistic change, some non- 
linguistic factors in the setting of this interaction prevent it from succeeding 
fully as a transaction. A reverse situation could be imagined where a change 
in role interaction remains incomplete because words are lacking to break the 
ice. Hence, the event of a transaction means there is a chajige in both s)^]ibolic 
and role interaction. 

Examples of transaction appear in the phenomena of stylistic shifting 
described with simultaneous linguistic and social definition by Joos (1967] . 
Suppose A and B are strangers to one anotlier and they therefore use a formal 
style of language to communicate. Normally they ivill speak veiy properly and 



will not internipt one njiother. Then, perhaps ulthout either A or B being 
certain wliy, their interaction changes and becomes more casual. Both A and 
B elide the formal flourishes, use slang expressions (i-e., langiiage that is 
currently in vogue), and interrupt one another easily. Both A and B realize 
they feel differently about one another and tliat tliey are using a different 
style of language. They would agree that their relationship has changed from 
formal to infomal or casual. They are aware of the linguistic and social 
changes betw^een theiu, which altogether add up to a transactional change in 
their relationship. As actors they are not immediately interested in what 
caused the transaction, although they are competent to give information to 
the obseiver pertaining to such causes. 

Upon assuming the role of obsen'-ation, the observer must take account of 
the changes his presence as observer makes in the ABX system* s transactive char- 
acteristics. He has to approacli A and B to inquire about X, which is outside 
his o\m phenomenal field. Not to commimicate with them at this point v/ould fix 
ABX as a simple phenomenal object and preclude any test of the tlieoretical trans- 
action. Of course nothing prevents A or B from performing observation of their 
owTx respective activities, but tliey cannot logically be in an interchange re- 
lationship and at the same time simply be obsendng each other. The transaction 
occurs between A and B, and the obser\^er approaching them wishes to avoid touching 
off further transactions bet\v^een hmself and them since this would cut him 
off from their X. IVo things help him to control here. He has made a preliminary 
obser\^ation of the relationship existing between A snd B before his presence 
necessarily becomes significant to them, which provides him with a reference 
pattern. And his interaction with each of the transactants follows rather than . 
precedes the event of their transaction, so that his appearance is likely to be 
less interruptive in tlieir phenomenal fields that if he approached them individually 
beforehand. 

If the ABX system were being used denotively for monocultural analysis, 
the observer could be warranted in approaching A and B as potential rather than 
accomplished interactants . For example, Newcomb (1953) approaches them as po- 
tential interactors. The orientation of A to B and X is not contingent upon B^s 
orientation to A and X. At most there are strains towards s>'mmeLry. But the 
actions of A and B are contingent when the system is transactional. Contingency 
changes the nature of ABX as a data system, since the observer can only confirm 
contingency in terms of the non- inferential information about X that A and B 
alone can supply. Contingency is critically important to the theory of trans- 
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actional interchange because the difference in A*s and B^s cultures is salient. 
ITie symbol system X is the only objective link between A and B. It is a medi- 
ating constixict between them, which defines the extent of their mutual ex])eri- 
ence, and it does not go beyond their phenomenal experience. Media that are 
objective apart from their ex-perience must be separately denoted, as in an ABCX 
system (Westley and MacLean, 1957), 

If the obsen^er can identify a unique X, based on separate reports by A 
and B about tlieir interaction, ^uid if there is correlation in terms of X be- 
tween A's and B's separate reports of A's change of behavior and between tlieir 
reports of B^s change of behavior, the obsewer may conclude that a transaction 
has occurred. Tlius the observer has a means of cross-checking variables he 
defines in relation to X, and these variables become his owti definition of X, 

Tliese variables fall into two interdependent categories, which may be 
labelled -tentatively as instrumental and volitional. The two categories in- 
clude matters which arise in sociolinguistics and social psychology respectively, 
A and B are able to define certain limits in their transaction, according to 
where it began and where it stopped, Tliey may report a deficiency of similar 
instruments with which to communicate or a deficiency of willingness to use 
instnmients w^hich were similar and available. But 

anyhow^ these two variable categories are made interdependent, This is a result 
of the transactional case study approach, as anticipated by Pride (1971), 

Up to this point the obseiver has performed analytic steps of inference 
and evidence. The remaining step is interpretation or evaluation. For this 
the observer compares different cases studies, so as to appraise the persistence 
of variables defined in the cases. Persistence would indicate the ^ichievement 
of an increased power of objective description. Prestmiably, any trans -cultural 
games of strategy, greater than the self-conscious intentions of A and B, that 
may lie behind transactional events would become apparent under this power of 
observation. 

The major contours have been mapped for an approach to the study of inter- 
cultural communication. Some points may be considered regarding the application 
of this approach. First, it applies specifically to intercultural communication. 
Interchange transactions may occur bet\Nfeen different nations that are in communi- 
cation, but in such cases the critical variables would include things like law 
and politics. Questions of language difference would be subordinate (not to say 
animportant) to such variables in international communication. Strictly, from 
the. point of view of an inteiTiational communication.cinalyst ,. it must look as . 
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though intcrcLiltural coinmLuiication involves both fomal and infomial communi- 
cation behavior. 

A second consideration about the application of this approach is the level 
o£ activity it can describe. It applies pretty obviously to situations where 
A and B are individuals, which is a level defined as inteii:)ersonal interconimimi-- 
cation by Thayer (1968, 113). But it also applies to situations of intercommuni 
cation involving more them two persons, a level that is suggested in the words 
intercommunication among peoples by Prosser (1973) . 

Not all the variety of possible configurations of people at A and B, 
pertaining to transactions in intercultural communication, can be defined at 
this point. But the elements of one case may be described for illustration, 
by reference to what is frequently called the charismatic phenomenon. 
Probably charisma is phenomenal because, as Weber (1918) pointed out, it is 
explained neither by tradition nor by right, reason, or law, The advent of 
charisma is generally accompanied by systematic changes in interactional be- 
havior between peoples affected by it. The transactional event could take 
place in terms of closer relations between different cultural groups in the 
presence of shared charismatic symbols. System.atic observation would require 
that the image of a leader or office, objectively apparent to the observer, 
be approached through the plienomenal experience of the peoples involved, 
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